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Executive Summary 

1) Introduction 

This report is a comprehensive summary of the work that was conducted for Workpackage 2 of the 
FSEPS project. Workpackage 2 is an evidence base from FSEPS project partner countries (Bulgaria, 
Italy, Romania, Spain and United Kingdom) that informs the further development of the project.   

Findings indicate that partnership countries have recognised domestic violence and abuse as a 
serious issue and have taken steps to address concerns. There are issues that are common to partner 
countries such as securing funding to provide support to women and children escaping the threat of 
domestic violence and abuse. Other issues are more country specific and include, for example, 
cultural attitudes that work to legitimise domestic violence and abuse and responses to initiatives 
and recommendations aimed at eradicating violence against women and children.    

2) Methodology 

The practicalities of obtaining data in this phase of the project are then considered. This includes a 
description of the approach used and explanation of the research ethical framework that 
underpinned data collection.  

The evidence base had two phases: 1) desk-based collection and analysis of material relating to 
policy and practice internationally and across the partnership; 2) a consultation with key 
stakeholders in each of the partner countries. 

The desk-based research involved collection and analysis of policy documents; statistical data; 
published and unpublished research.  Each of the partners involved in the exercise identified key 
material and provided an outline of the key issues in their own countries.   

Interviews were undertaken with stakeholders, which included women and their children and 
professionals working in refuges and associated services. The partners conducted interviews with 
individual professionals and women but engaged more informally with children in ways that were 
most appropriate to their specific contexts, mainly in groups.   

Interviewing women survivors and their children requires clear ethical guidelines. All project partners 
agreed the project ethical approach at the initial partner meeting. This ensures adherence to ethical 
standards and current data protection regulations.  The Lundy model, which emphasises the 
importance of giving a voice to children, was implemented. 

3) Context, Policy and Practice 

The report begins by placing the FSEPS project and development of the FSEPS programme, designed 
for use in refuges or places of safety, in a European and international context.  The section discusses 
the relevant EU and international guidelines relating to domestic violence and other forms of gender 
violence. Attention then turns to the question of defining exactly what constitutes domestic violence. 
Definitions such as those stated in the Istanbul Convention and proposed by the European Institute 
for Gender Equality (EIGE) are considered along with how domestic violence is considered and 
defined in the FSEPS project partner countries.  

The policy and practice section of the report considers current policy and practice relating to 
domestic violence and gender-based violence within the partner countries. The individual country 
reports indicate that although there is increasing recognition that individuals require protection from 
domestic violence, responses in terms of legislation, tangible support and attitudinal change vary. For 
example, Bulgaria is among half of EU-member states where statistical information about victim-
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offender relationship is not collected and domestic violence is not included in the statistical data 
provided by the Police and the National Statistical Institute. This is in contrast with other countries: in 
Italy, for example, the government has increasingly given more attention to the issue of violence 
against women and domestic violence, through regulations and in particular through the 
criminalization of such acts.   

In the UK, there has been a long history of the development of policy that provides a useful 
perspective on how long such changes can take. The Women’s Aid Federation of England, and sister 
federations in Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland have been central to lobbying and campaigning 
in England and the UK to change attitudes and influence practice, national strategy and legislation.  
In 1976 the first Domestic Violence Bill (the Domestic Violence and Matrimonial Proceedings Act)  
gave new rights through civil protection orders for those at risk of domestic violence; and in 1977 the 
Housing Act (Homeless Persons) acknowledged that women and children fleeing domestic abuse 
were homeless, gaining them the right to support from local authorities with temporary 
accommodation. The Domestic Violence Crime and Victim’s Act (2004) strengthened police powers 
to enforce non-molestation orders and reshaped elements of the law to protect victims of domestic 
abuse. 

4) Analysis of stakeholder engagement 

Analysis of stakeholder interviews undertaken by partners revealed a number of broad themes 
relating to women and their children that will inform the project as it moves onto the next phase. 
These include:   

• Safety and security; 
• The temporary nature of the refuge; 
• Sense of loss and isolation; 
• A sense of guilt experienced by women; 
• Tension between mothers and children; 
• The impact of abuse on women and families; 
• Financial and career concerns; 
• The need to strengthen relationships between women and their children; 
• The impact of traditional attitudes/notions of motherhood; 
• The loss of freedom experienced by women and their children. 

 

From the interviews undertaken with professionals, it is clear that there are also issues that impact 
on the services that they are able to provide in addition to the financial element that is a constant 
source of concern. These include: 

• A general lack of understanding of domestic violence and its impact on families; 
• The problem of domestic violence not been prioritised by authorities; 
• The need to reduce bureaucracy to enable action to be taken quickly; 
• A need for continuous support and training for professionals; 
• Funding targeted at residential support to the detriment of psychological, legal and social 

support. 
 

5) Conclusions 

This phase of the project has been valuable in establishing how partner countries are currently 
responding to the issue of women and children fleeing domestic violence. It has highlighted both 
areas of concern and elements of good practice as well as shared themes that will inform the 
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creation of a programme that will actively support mothers and children residing in domestic 
violence refuge settings, or other places of safety, that acts to combat social exclusion. 

During this phase of the project, partners collected suggestions from stakeholders for activities that 
could potentially be included in the project programme. The report concludes with these suggestions 
that range from the general to the specific, but which are all targeted towards supporting mothers 
and their children. Examples of specific activities include: 

• Music based activities; 
• Gardening; 
• Cooking and baking; 
• Art based activities; 
• Day trips – providing families with opportunities that they wouldn’t otherwise have;  
• Celebrating festivals/occasions, such as Christmas, can provide opportunities for women and 

their families to share and enjoy time together; 
• Family meetings allow mothers and children to talk about their experiences and feelings in a 

safe space; 
• Activities outside the refuge to help reduce feelings of isolation. 

 

6) Recommendations 

Partners also gave some general recommendations that should be taken into consideration when 
designing the programme. Examples are as follows: 

• The programme should take note of good practice identified in partner countries and beyond; 
• Activities should be interactive and low-tech so as to encourage personal interaction between 

mothers and their children: they should not be based on digital devices or television; 
• The activities should have some element that discusses the specific consequences of violence 

against women and children;  
• Activities could focus on rebuilding networks (family, friends, etc.) and/or the generation of 

new networks. New networks might include women with similar experiences of domestic 
violence and abuse; 

• Activities could address the fears and insecurities derived from the violence experienced by 
the women and their children; 

• Activities could both address gender stereotypes and empower women to act independently.  

 Activities could consider personal priorities and take into account things that women 
themselves would like to do. 
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1. Introduction 

This report summarises the production and findings of an evidence base (Workpackage 2) that was 
designed to inform the development of the FSEPS project. The FSEPS project aims to create a 
programme that will actively support mothers and children residing in domestic violence refuge 
settings or other places of safety to combat social exclusion.  The objectives of the project are to: 

• identify key existing provision and best practice; 

• develop a programme for use in refuges/places of safety in different national contexts; 

• identify needs of key stakeholders to inform the new programme: 

• identify a range of resources to support and facilitate stable, sustainable family relationships; 

• develop a range of activities to combat social exclusion of women and their children; 

• incorporate lessons from the piloting phase of the programme for use in refuges/places of 
safety. 

 

The evidence base brings together not only existing knowledge and experience but also the needs of 
the women and children who are the target group of the proposed programme.  All partners 
undertook a review of existing best practice and the needs of families living in refuges/places of 
safety. This summary review of partner reports provides an up-to-date context for the new 
programme, highlights best practice and useful activities. The evidence base will inform development 
of the programme of activities. The proposed programme will provide learning activities, supported 
free play, educational trips and communal food activities to create positive memories for families. 

The partners situated the project within their respective national contexts and considered a number 
of specific areas. Partners were requested to structure their reports to include the following: 

 Introduction to the national contexts in partners’ respective countries;  

 A short methodology; 

 An analysis of stakeholder Interviews; 

 A summary of the positive and negative aspects of current national situations and 
identification of gaps in provision;  

 Conclusions; 

 Recommendations of possible activities to inform development of the programme of events 
and activities, the major output of the project. 

 

This summary report draws upon partner responses to these prompts while also considering the 
similarities and differences in current provision across the partnership. 

The purpose of this report is to summarise national contributions and identify themes for further 
exploration. If detailed country-specific information is required, please refer to the individual partner 
reports (https://fseps.eu/)  

  

https://fseps.eu/)
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2. Methodology 

The production of Workpackage 2 involved a two-stage process following established and effective 
practice in similar types of work.   

Desk-based research 

First, a desk based analysis was undertaken of existing knowledge, experience, best practice and the 
needs of families living in refuges/places of safety. The document analysis included national policy 
documents, research evidence and practice examples that situates the project in national contexts. 

Partners were provided with a set of key words and phrases for their internet/database searches, 
including refuge, place of safety, gender violence, domestic violence and abuse, childhood abuse, 
drug use, female, gender-sensitivity, gender violence, intimate partner violence, mental health, 
physical or psychological violence, self-harm, sexual abuse, substance use, suicide, trauma, social 
housing,  social policy and housing, women and multiple needs. 

The evidence base was expected to draw on key debates and issues from: 

 Academic articles; 

 Practitioner articles – law and policy; 

 Local projects, NGOs initiatives, findings from local surveys and research reports; 

 Evaluations of interventions; 

 Personal communication with key stakeholders. 
 

Partners were asked to consider defining terms used  in each partner country and collect data on  

 Incidence and prevalence of various forms of violence against women and girls; 

 Availability of refuges/places of safety; 

 Key policy documents re: gender violence; 

 Knowledge, attitudes and practices around gender and violence against women (to asses individual 
and community level norms); 

 Perceptions regarding accessibility and quality of services (women and providers); 

 Laws and policies addressing various forms of violence against women; 

 Number of women survivors accessing health care and other (e.g. social, legal, economic) services; 

 Number of women accessing police services for domestic violence or sexual assault; number of 
reports filed; number of cases brought to trial; percentage of cases resulting in a conviction; 

 Impact of DV on children. 
 

Interviews 

Second, stakeholder interviews were undertaken to explore the needs of the target group, i.e. 
women and children exiting domestic violence and living in refuges and places of safety.  This 
entailed conducting up to five interviews with women having experience of living in a refuge or place 
of safety and up to five key professionals in order to identify key issues they engage with in each 
partner country.  A further set of information gathering was undertaken with children of the women 
being interviewed. This was done informally asking the children what they like to do; what they miss 
and so on. This is important to ensure that children’s voices are incorporated into the design of the 
programme.  

The Lundy model (see Lundy, 2007) informed the process of consultation with children. There are 
four elements in the model: 

http://www.endvawnow.org/en/modules/view/14-programming-essentials-monitoring-evaluation.html&menusub=266&glossary-of-terms-from-programming-essentials-and-monitoring-and-evaluation-sections
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 SPACE – where children must be given safe and inclusive opportunities to form and express 
their view;  

 VOICE – Children must be helped to express their views; 

 AUDIENCE – children must be listened to; 

 INFLUENCE – their views must be acted upon where appropriate. This ensures respect for 
children and ensures they are able to play a key role in the development of the programme. 

Ethics 

Interviewing women survivors and their children requires clear ethical guidelines. All project partners 
agreed the project ethical approach at the initial partner meeting. This ensures adherence to ethical 
standards and current data protection regulations. The BCU Faculty of Business Law and Social 
Sciences Ethics Committee signed off the agreed ethical framework, which underpins data collection.  
The identities of participants are anonymised and written reporting does not reveal the source of 
individual contributions. Similarly, no photography involved actual participants. A project information 
sheet and consent forms were agreed at the outset, which all participants were required to sign 
ensuring that they understood the nature of the project and consent to participate on the 
understanding that they can withdraw at any point.  

Conducting interviews with the women has raised a range of ethical issues. The interviews conducted 
were based on principles of informed consent (ensuring that participants are fully aware of what the 
project is about, what is expected from their participation and their right to withdrawal at any time), 
non-maleficence (ensuring the safety of participants and researchers), autonomy and justice (that 
the project is about providing them with a voice).  

In particular, the issue of beneficence was challenging: some of the women expected that by sharing 
their experience with researchers, the researchers would be able to address the issues. However, this 
was not the case and researchers were obliged to explain that they could not directly influence policy 
and practice in the refuge or at regional or national levels.  

There was also an issue relating to ‘incentivisation’.  There is some debate about the efficacy of 
offering incentives: however, an alternative view is that it is right that researchers should offer a 
token gesture of thanks to participants for giving up their time.  In the case of the UK, at least, 
researchers provided a gesture of gratitude in the form of toiletries.  

The interview sample 

The partners consulted with women and their children living in refuges and places of safety and with 
professionals working with them. The partners involved in the collection of data for the evidence 
base were Bulgaria, Italy, Spain, Romania and the UK. The Austrian partner was not involved in this 
phase of the project. The partners conducted interviews with individual professionals and women 
but engaged more informally with children in ways that were most appropriate to their specific 
contexts, mainly in groups.  On average, five interviews were conducted with women and five with 
professionals in each partner country as agreed by the partners in the first project meeting in 
November 2018. The number of children inevitably varied: most of the women had one or two 
children. However, one woman in the UK refuge had seven children. The project encouraged 
flexibility in order to capture local differences and interests.  It was very important to enable 
flexibility in how the interviews were conducted but this has resulted in different data collected 
across the partner countries that has made the collation of key themes more problematic. Themes 
have been included where at least three partner countries had identified appropriate data. Hence, in 
Bulgaria, in addition to interviews with women, a focus group was held with 12 women from the 
Roma community to explore issues relating to domestic violence and living in refuges. In total there 
were 28 interviews with women and children (12) and 32 interviews with key professionals. The 
Spanish partner also held 9 telephone interviews with key professionals and Bulgaria held a focus 
group with 12 Roma women who had experienced DV (see Table 1). 
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Table 1: Sample from 5 partners 

Country Sample of 
women 

Sample of 
children 

Sample of key 
professionals 

Other 

Bulgaria 5 5 7 Focus group 12 
Roma women 

Italy 5 Nos of children 
not known 

5  

UK 5 Nos of children 
not known 

4  

Romania 5 Nos of children 
not known 

5  

Spain 8 7 11 9 telephone 
interviews key 
professionals 

 

Owing to the nature of the countries involved and the refuges selected, the ethnic and national 
composition varied.  The Bulgarian case mentioned above provided a valuable insight into how 
women from the Roma community perceived domestic violence as well as providing a voice for 
women of Bulgarian ethnicity.  In Italy, the women were of a variety of ethnic and national 
backgrounds; in Romania, the women were mainly Romanian nationals; in Spain, they were from a 
range of ethnic and national backgrounds, including women from South America, the Maghreb and 
sub-Saharan Africa.  In the UK, most of the women were from the UK although one was from 
Romania.  

The women ranged in age although most appear to have been in their early to mid-30s. In Bulgaria, 
the women were aged between 26 and 43; in Romania, 20 to 37 years old; in Spain, they were all 
over 21 years old; in the UK, the average age of the mothers was 32.  However, the UK report notes 
that the women became mothers at ages ranging from 14 to 33.   The ages of the children in all 
partner countries ranged from a few months to 16 years of age.  In the UK, researchers established 
two groups of children in order to consult most effectively: one with children aged 5 to 10 and the 
other with children aged 12 to 16. 

The women had been living in the refuge for a period of time but as there is a limit on the time they 
can stay, none of the women were long term residents. In Spain, most had lived in the shelter for 
more than six months; two had lived there for up to six months and one for less than a month. In the 
UK, ‘the women and children had lived in refuge for between two and 14 months at the time of the 
consultation.’  
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3. The International Context 

The purpose of this section is to place the development of the FSEPS programme, designed for use in 
refuges or places of safety, in a European and international context.  The relevant EU and 
international guidelines about domestic violence and other forms of gender-based violence will be 
discussed. 

Violence against women and girls is considered as a serious violation of their human rights. Due to 
the considerable attention given to domestic violence and other forms of gender-based violence at 
the European and international level, many countries have introduced various actions to tackle the 
issue of violence against women. Bonewit’s (2016) report provides a useful summary of the key 
instruments adopted to tackle gender-based violence, highlighting the role of the UN through 
CEDAW, the Beijing Declaration and the 2015 Sustainable Development Goals; the EU’s Istanbul 
Convention and various directives, resolutions and strategies to combat violence against women.   

Violence against women is still a common problem in the European Union despite the increased 
focus and introduction of policy aimed to combat the issue. Across Europe, violence against women 
is a fundamental rights concern, and the issue is now recognised at the highest levels. In the past few 
years, very broad developments have taken place in the European Union as mentioned above, but 
much is required to address the problem adequately. To date, the Istanbul Convention is one of the 
most developed conventions in criminal law. It is the first legal instrument in Europe that defines 
domestic violence as a breach of human rights, providing a legal basis for civil law and specialised 
services. 

The extent of the problem of violence (physical and sexual) against women in the European Union is 
not easy to identify, although data collection is now more effective and rigorous.  The European 
Agency for Fundamental Rights (FRA) report Violence Against Women: An EU-wide survey (2014), was 
a key survey that indicated the extent of the issue of violence against women in Europe. This report 
noted that ‘One woman in three in the EU has experienced physical and/or sexual violence since the 
age of 15’ (FRA, 2014, p. 27).  The report also estimated that 13 million women in the EU had 
experienced DV in the previous year and 3.7 million women had experienced sexual violence in the 
same period (FRA, 2014a, p. 33).  

The specialist services required to support women who leave abusive situations are not sufficient to 
meet the need, as highlighted by Women Against Violence Europe (WAVE) (2017).  In Europe, there 
are 1,915 shelters available for women experiencing domestic violence and other forms of gender 
violence, providing 26,938 bed spaces for women and their children (ibid). Only seven of the 43 
European countries reviewed by the survey meet the minimum standards of required provision of 
bed spaces in women’s shelters as laid down by the Istanbul Convention (ibid). 

In recent years, a number of conservative and/or right wing governments have risen to power across 
Europe (WAVE, 2017: 6). This shift to the right, coupled with economic recession, has had an impact 
on the provision of specialist services for women due to cuts in state funding (Springford and Tilford, 
2017; Trades Union Congress, 2015: 20; WAVE, 2017). In addition, a ‘gendered ideology’ discourse 
has come to the fore in some EU countries, including Germany, France, Hungary, Poland and Slovakia 
(Kane, 2018; Kuhar and Patternotte, 2017). This ideology creates a climate in which women’s rights 
are portrayed as a ‘national threat’, in as much as they are seen to threaten the existence of 
traditional family life and the national order (WAVE, 2017). This scenario posits that women 
perpetrate gender-based violence at the same rate and gravity as men, thus negating the need to 
provide state funding for women’s specialist services. In the light of this emergent ideology, it is 
crucial to demonstrate the extent of violence against women (VAW) in Europe, and to identify gaps 
in women’s specialist service provision. 
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Definitions of Domestic Violence 

Partners identified the key definitions of domestic violence and related forms of violence in order to 
inform their studies. The key starting point for discussion is the European Institute for Gender 
Equality (EIGE, 2019) definition of gender-based violence, which is as follows: 

Gender-based violence is a phenomenon deeply rooted in gender inequality, and continues 
to be one of the most notable human rights violations within all societies. Gender-based 
violence is violence directed against a person because of their gender. Both women and men 
experience gender-based violence but the majority of victims are women and girls. 

Gender-based violence and violence against women are terms that are often used 
interchangeably as it has been widely acknowledged that most gender-based violence is 
inflicted on women and girls, by men. However, using the ‘gender-based’ aspect is important 
as it highlights the fact that many forms of violence against women are rooted in power 
inequalities between women and men. The terms are used interchangeably throughout 
EIGE’s work, reflecting the disproportionate number of these particular crimes against 
women. 

 

The Istanbul Convention (Council of Europe, Convention on preventing and combating violence 
against women and domestic violence), as the benchmark for international legislation on tackling 
gender-based violence, frames gender-based violence and violence against women as a gendered act 
which is: 

…a violation of human rights and a form of discrimination against women’. Under the 
Istanbul Convention acts of gender-based violence are emphasised as resulting in ‘physical, 
sexual, psychological or economic harm or suffering to women, including threats of such acts, 
coercion or arbitrary deprivation of liberty, whether occurring in public or in private life (EIGE 
- https://eige.europa.eu/gender-based-violence/what-is-gender-based-violence).  

 

An important first step is defining what exactly the term ‘domestic violence’ means. On a global level, 
the United Nations Declaration on the Elimination of Violence against Women (Article 1) states that: 

violence against women means any act of gender-based violence that results in, or is likely to 
result in, physical, sexual or psychological harm or suffering to women, including threats of 
such acts, coercion or arbitrary deprivation of liberty, whether occurring in public or in 
private life (United Nations General Assembly, 1993: Article 1). 

 

However, three of the partners highlight the varied nature of different national legal definitions of 
domestic violence and violence against women.  

In the UK, there is acknowledgment that domestic abuse is a complex and wide ranging issue, making 
it difficult to formalise one definition that encompasses its varying forms, as well as its potential 
impact upon victims. While some definitions are gender neutral, others place domestic abuse within 
the context of violence against women and gender-based violence. Further, there is currently no 
statutory definition of the term, although a non-statutory cross-government definition does exist.   

This definition of domestic violence and abuse is: 

Any incident or pattern of incidents of controlling, coercive or threatening behaviour, 
violence or abuse between those aged 16 or over who are or have been intimate partners or 
family members regardless of gender or sexuality. This can encompass but is not limited to 
the following types of abuse:  

https://eige.europa.eu/gender-based-violence/what-is-gender-based-violence


 

13 
 

• psychological; 
• physical; 
• sexual; 
• financial; 
• emotional (Home Office, 2012:19). 

 
Controlling behaviour is defined as: 

…a range of acts designed to make a person subordinate and/or dependent by isolating them 
from sources of support, exploiting their resources and capacities for personal gain, depriving 
them of the means needed for independence, resistance and escape and regulating their 
everyday behaviour (ibid). 

Coercive behaviour is defined as: 

… an act or a pattern of acts of assault, threats, humiliation and intimidation or other abuse 
that is used to harm, punish, or frighten their victim (Home Office, 2012:19). 

In Bulgaria, a crime committed under domestic violence is such if it is preceded by the systematic 
practice of physical, sexual or psychological violence, economic dependence or (and) forced restraint 
of privacy, personal freedom and personal rights. In addition, any act of domestic violence in the 
presence of a child is considered as mental and emotional violence against that child. 

In the Spanish case, the law makes a clear distinction between more general gender violence (which 
is committed by men against women who are their partners or former partners (and includes 
violence against children of the women concerned) and more specific domestic violence (which is 
committed in the home by any of the members of the family unit as specified in Article 173.21 of 
Spanish Criminal Law). However, current legislation is being revised in order to consider any form of 
violence against women as gender violence, including that which occurs outside the context of 
relationships with partners and ex-partners (European Parliament, 2019). 

 

  



 

14 
 

4. Policy and Practice 

This section of the report considers current policy and practice relating to domestic violence and 
gender-based violence within the partner countries. The individual country reports indicate that 
although there is increasing recognition that individuals require protection from domestic violence, 
responses in terms of legislation, tangible support and attitudinal change vary.  

Bulgaria is among half of EU-member states where statistical information about victim-offender 
relationship is not collected. Furthermore, domestic violence is not included in the statistical data 
provided by the Bulgarian police and the Bulgarian National Statistical Institute. The numbers of 
complaints for domestic violence registered by the police, and the numbers of cases of domestic 
violence submitted to the courts, are not present in publicly available statistics. Data on this 
phenomenon is informal, collected through non-governmental research as part of international or 
national research. 

The scale of domestic violence in Bulgaria is clearly large.  A third of Bulgarian citizens admit to 
having suffered domestic or gender-based violence at least once in their lifetime (Ivanova, 2016). 
According to the Bulgarian Helsinki Committee’s latest report (2017): 

…in 2017 there were 29 sentences in cases of premeditated murders, attempted murders 
and death caused by negligence as a result of deliberate injury inflicted upon women aged 
above 14 years. All judicial acts ended with conviction. The defendants in 27 of the cases 
(93%) were men… In 25 of the cases (93%) the victim and the perpetrator knew each other 
prior to the crime. In 12 of the cases (44.4%) the murders/attempted murders were 
committed by the victim’s current or former partner…The data from the study indicate that 
the murders of women by their former or current partners cannot be defined as 
consequence of isolated, incidentally occurring cases of domestic violence. In nine of the 
twelve cases of murders/attempted murders committed by the victim’s current or former 
partner, the judicial acts witness previous systematic domestic physical or psychological 
violence, including in the form of controlling behaviour on the part of the defendant 
(Bulgarian Helsinki Committee, 2017:183). 

Although it remains one of the Member States that has yet to ratify the Istanbul Convention, Bulgaria 
has addressed the issue through legislation. In November 2017, Parliament adopted at first reading 
major amendments to the Penal Code, aimed at addressing the problem of violence against women. 
In February 2019, Bulgaria’s National Assembly approved a series of tougher penalties for domestic 
violence, including life imprisonment without parole for murder linked to domestic violence. In a 
series of amendments to the Penal Code, MPs voted that psychological harassment and persecution 
in the context of domestic violence would carry a penalty of up to five years in prison. Further, the 
amendments provide for three to 10 years in prison for the systematic exercise of physical, sexual or 
psychological violence by current or former spouses or co-habiting people. In final changes to the 
Penal Code, psychological harassment enters the general definition of domestic violence (Sofia 
Globe, 2019). 

In Bulgaria, it is evident there is currently a lack of efficient services for victims of violence. In 2017, 
the courts issued nearly 2,500 restraining orders for victims of domestic violence. However, Bulgaria 
has only five crisis centres and can accommodate only 2% of those in need. It is anticipated, however, 
that centres for temporary accommodation and shelters will be built in 39 municipalities by the 
middle of 2019. Funds amounting to BGN 18 million are to be provided by the Human Resources 
Development Operational Program to enable municipalities to train and recruit staff. It is expected 
that EU funding will largely overcome the problem of the lack of crisis centres for victims of violence.  
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Romania 

In order to improve legislation on the prevention and combating of domestic violence and as a 
member state of the European Union, Romania has ratified the Council of Europe's Istanbul 
Convention on preventing and combating violence against women and domestic violence (also 
known as the Istanbul Convention).  

On 13.07.2018, the Romanian Parliament adopted Law No. 174/2018 amending and supplementing 
Law No. 217/2003 on the prevention and combating of domestic violence, published in the Official 
Gazette no. 618 of 18 July 2018. The new regulation brings modifications and completions to the 
prevention of domestic violence and ‘creates a victim-centred approach and the development of 
measures to prevent domestic violence (psychological counselling in divorce cases with a history of 
domestic violence, monitoring of protection orders / measures to prevent their violation) and, 
equally, provides for emergency intervention measures in immediate risk situations.’ 

Romania, as a member of the European Union, has made significant steps in combating and 
preventing domestic violence in the last three years. Firstly, Romania signed the Council of Europe 
Convention on preventing and combating violence against women and domestic violence ‘the most 
far-reaching international treaty to tackle this serious violation of human rights’. Secondly, 
amendments to Law 217 of 2003, available from 28 December 2018 (published in the Official 
Gazette, Part I no. 1110). The amendments to the law were necessary du-e to the rise of cases of 
domestic violence in recent years, ‘statistics indicated that in 2018, there were 2,200 more reported 
cases of domestic violence than in 2017’ and because Romania aligned to the Council of Europe 
Convention regulations. The law introduces ‘new measures for the immediate protection of the 
victim and removal of the aggressor.’ The document approved by the Government regulates the 
Provisional Protection Order (OPP), an administrative instrument that will allow the police to 
intervene quickly in situations of domestic violence where there is an imminent threat to the health 
and safety of the victim and immediately remove the abuser from the household. Under the new 
measures and current regulation, ‘the police officer will have the right and the duty to go to the 
victim's home, to enter the  home, by force if necessary, and to issue an OPP in order to remove the 
abuser, even if the abuser is the owner of the property.’ 

Italy 

In the last decade, the Italian Government has given increasing attention to the issue of violence 
against women and domestic violence, through regulations and in particular through the 
criminalization of such acts.  

2013 saw the introduction of a national anti-violence plan and the important ratification of the 
Istanbul Convention (2011) by Italy. The Italian Government has produced three National Action 
Plans. However, both the first and second plans were strongly criticised: the fundamental 
characteristic was its emergency approach, rather than that of structural intervention. The actions 
provided in the Second Plan were perceived as generic and impractical and had been included in the 
governmental and legislative policy logic based on interventions in the emergency phase, which 
focused almost exclusively on protective actions. 

It is only with the development of the 2017-2020 Strategic Plan (Third Plan) that a concrete 
programme has been developed to provide for structural and long-term changes, aiming at a cultural 
change that is relative to violence against women. Unfortunately, no funds have yet been provided 
for or allocated to its implementation, and this is a critical and worrying issue. 

Another point that is lacking in the Italian framework is awareness raising initiatives linked to an 
efficacy training for schools and professional people. Attempts in Italy to adopt training initiatives for 



 

16 
 

equality and gender differences are the result of scattered initiatives by individual teachers and 
farsighted local authorities aware of the importance of these topics rather than a national initiative. 

Unfortunately, even if the legislative framework is clearly developed and updated, implementation is 
lacking. Indeed, women still meet many obstacles with police forces, social welfare and healthcare 
experts. This is due to a number of reasons, the most fundamental of which is the sexist and 
misogynist culture of Italian society and the lack of education in schools (at all levels). Secondly, there 
is the quality of professional training in all areas, which often fails to train professionals beyond 
stereotypical views of male-female roles. Two main training issues have been identified: the first is 
the lack of specific guidelines; the second is the absence of train-the-trainers professionals. 
Furthermore, there is a serious lack of specific and long-term funding allocated for refuges/ places of 
safety and anti-violence centres. 

Italian policy implementation is not completely efficient and, as a result, has a negative impact on 
women who experience gender-based violence. The funds allocated to implement national and 
regional laws are inadequate and characterized by inconsistent application throughout the nation (in 
the south the situation is more difficult than in the north). This situation reflects the real situation in 
Italy and demonstrates the gap that exists between legislative goals and actual results.  

The number of anti-violence centres and refuges/places of safety in Italy has increased from 351 in 
2013 to 554 in 2017, an increase of 57.8%. However, among the individual regions there is no 
uniformity: in some, services have increased considerably while in others they have declined. 

UK 

Women’s Aid Federation of England, and sister federations in Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland 
have been central to lobbying and campaigning in England and the UK to change attitudes and 
influence practice, national strategy and legislation. In 1976 the first Domestic Violence Bill (the 
Domestic Violence and Matrimonial Proceedings Act) gave new rights through civil protection order 
for those at risk of domestic violence; and in 1977 the Housing Act (Homeless Persons) acknowledged 
that women and children fleeing domestic abuse were homeless, gaining them the right to support 
from local authorities with temporary accommodation. The Domestic Violence Crime and Victim’s 
Act (2004) strengthened police powers to enforce non-molestation orders and reshaped elements of 
the law to better protect victims of domestic abuse. 

In the UK, a number of agencies collate statistics relating to domestic violence and abuse as follows:  

• The Crime Survey of England and Wales (CSEW) offers the best data available. According to 
this data, an estimated 1.3 million female victims experienced Domestic Abuse in the year 
ending March 2018 (ONS, 2018).  

• On average, the police in England and Wales receive over 100 calls relating to domestic 
abuse every hour (HMIC, 2015: 29).  

• Government statistics demonstrate the gendered nature of domestic abuse. From April 2014 
– March 2017, 239 women were killed by a partner or former partner in England and Wales. All 
but one were killed by male suspects. In the same period, 45 men were killed by a partner or 
former partner (7 male suspects and 38 female suspects (ONS, 2018). 

• On average, two women a week are killed by a partner or former partner in England and 
Wales; approximately half of all women murdered each year are killed by a partner or former 
partner (ONS, 2018). 

Today there are 276 refuges operating as a network in England, and around 550 across the United 
Kingdom. There is a record of inconsistency in funding arrangements, although during the 1990s and 
up until the financial recession of 2008, refuges in the UK had benefitted from the Labour 
government’s Supporting People funding initiative. This identified domestic violence as a housing and 
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homelessness issue and funded domestic abuse projects on the basis of achieving successful 
resettlement for families in the community through emotional and practical support towards 
recovery. The Supporting People initiative also enabled domestic abuse projects to develop outreach 
services so that they could offer support in the community and help women and their children avoid 
homelessness by working alongside other agencies such as the police and courts so that they could 
stay safely in their own homes. Many projects set up women’s centres to provide support and offer a 
range of holistic services, including therapeutic counselling, and group work programmes. 

Following the 2008 recession, this relatively stable funding stream began to disappear. The 
Conservative government developed austerity measures for local authorities, and the Supporting 
People funding stream was no longer statutory so gradually disappeared across the UK. Funding for 
refuges and other domestic abuse support services became precarious to such a degree that WAFE 
launched the Save Our Services (SOS) campaign in 2014, which gained a great deal of support 
nationally and was covered extensively in the national press. At this point, WAFE reported that 24 
refuges had been forced to close due to lack of funding. This not only left their local areas without 
the services, but impacted on what was a successful national network of refuges across the UK – 
refuges work closely together in order to refer women who are not safe in their own locality to safer 
localities, and the network is key to enabling this.  

The SOS campaign has had some success in forcing government to respond and since 2014, there has 
been intermittent funding at a national level provided by the Ministry for Communities, Housing and 
Local Governments. This has kept the large part of refuges operational, and the intention has been to 
find a long term, national funding solution since there is a strong cross party view that the network of 
refuges in the UK, which has a strong international reputation for leading on quality, and is 
potentially lifesaving, should be retained. However, to date, a long-term solution has not been found. 

Spain 

Spain has signed and ratified other treaties on human rights besides the Istanbul Convention 
including the United Nations Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against 
Women (CEDAW), the European Convention on Human Rights, the Convention of the Council of 
Europe on Action against Trafficking in Human Beings and the Convention of the Council of Europe 
for the Protection of Children against Sexual Exploitation and Sexual Abuse (FEMM, 2019: 2).  

As noted above, the legal distinction between more general gender violence and specific domestic 
violence is being revised in order to consider any form of violence against women as gender violence, 
including that which occurs outside the context of relationships with partners and ex-partners. 
Autonomous Community legislation has extended the concept of gender violence to the effects of 
the support and services that it provides, one example is the regional legislation in Navarra1 

In Spain, the first law regulating domestic violence was introduced in 19892. Since then, three laws 
have been approved3; the second one, Organic Law 1/2004, is the most important for the purpose of 
this work. It established the normative basis for integral action against gender violence against 
women committed in intimate relationships, (couples or ex-partners) and it established the legal 
obligations associated with the creation of specific resources for intervention in gender violence, 
both at state and regional level. This law complied with most international recommendations and 

                                                           
1 (Organic Law 1/2004 on Integral Protection Measures against Gender Violence, 2004; Organic Law 3/2007, of 
March 22, for the effective equality among women and men, 2007). 
2 (Organic Law 3/1989, of June 21, updating the Criminal Code) 

3 (Law 27/2003, of July 27, regulating the Order of protection for victims of domestic violence, 2003; Organic 

Law 1/2004 on Integral Protection Measures against Gender Violence, 2004; Organic Law 3/2007, of March 22, 
for the effective equality among women and men, 2007) 
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was a milestone in the defence and protection of women who had been violated by their partners or 
ex-partners (Naredo, 2014). It also resulted in the implementation of comprehensive, specific public 
policies, and the creation of new institutional actors such as the Special Delegation of the 
Government against Violence against Women; the State Observatory of Violence on Women or 
specialized judicial bodies with competences in gender violence (Abella Ruiz de Mendoza, 2017). In 
2015, the object of protection of the law was modified to include the protection of minors. The last 
state law passed in this area (Law 3/2007), provides the basic framework to understand gender 
violence as a result of gender inequalities in different areas of life. 

At the regional level, Navarra has one of the most advanced comprehensive laws on violence against 
women in Spain (Abella Ruiz de Mendoza, 2017). The Foral Law 14/2015 (Foral Law 14/2015, of April 
10, to act against Violence against women, 2015), has a clear alignment with human rights and 
international and European law. As with other Spanish regional laws, in Catalonia for example, it 
extends the types and manifestations of violence against women beyond the intimate relations and 
includes: 

The different manifestations of sexual violence, sexual exploitation, female genital 
mutilation, trafficking, early or forced marriage, feminicide and any other form of violence 
that injures or is likely to harm dignity, integrity or freedom of women that are foreseen in 
international treaties, in the Spanish Criminal Code or in state or regional regulations (Ar. 
3.2.h) 

In addition, this legislation proposes a more social approach to social intervention with women and 
children, which is key to the purpose of this study. It includes, among others, the right to reparation, 
which means that the administration must ensure women and children the necessary protection and 
services so that a full recovery can take place (Art. 70). 

Spanish Law 1/2004 already stated that gender violence is a serious social, not a private problem that 
demands a global and coordinated response from all public authorities. The statistical data offered 
by different public bodies corroborates this social dimension of the problem: 

 An average of 61 women have been killed by their partner or ex-partner since 2003. In 2018, 
there were 48, according to sources from the Ministry of the Presidency, Relations with the 
Courts and Equality. (Delegación del Gobierno para la Violencia de Género. Ministerio de la 
Presidencia, 2017) 

 The number of victims of gender violence who were registered in the central registry of the 
Ministry of Justice in 2018 is 31,286, according to the Domestic Violence and Gender 
Violence Statistics (INE, 2019) 

 During 2017, the GV telephone information and legal advice service received a total of 
77.796 relevant calls, an average of 213 calls per day. (Delegación del Gobierno para la 
Violencia de Género. Ministerio de la Presidencia, 2017) 

 In 2018, a total of 166.961 lawsuits were filed for gender-based violence, of which 70,46% 
were convictions and 27.093 protection orders and protection and safety measures for 
victims were adopted. (C.S.P.J., 2018) 

 According to the latest data offered by the Ministry of Interior, there is currently a 
comprehensive follow-up of 552.467 cases of gender violence through the VioGén system. 
(Interior, 2019) 

 Gender violence against women in Spain is a growing concern. According to the latest CIS 
data, up to June 2019, it is one of the three main concerns for 7.5% of the population. (CIS, 
2019) 
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The statistical data related to Shelters or other accommodation services for survivors of gender 
violence, relate to autonomous public resources only4. According to this data, in Spain there are 92 
shelters, 68 emergency centres and 104 sheltered homes which, in 2018, were used by a total of 
9148 people (both women and children). 

This indicates that only a very small percentage of families that experience situations of gender 
violence come to use these resources and that women using them, have very specific socio-
demographic characteristics: young women, caring for children, in a situation of social exclusion 
(economic, political and social) and mostly of foreign origin (between 62.5 and 77% of women 
served) (Fernández-González et al., 2017; Ibarrola-Intxausti, 2017). 

For more detailed information on initiatives in Spain, reference should be made to the European 
Parliament FEMM Mission to Spain Briefing (2019). 

 

 

 

  

                                                           
4 The Spanish Government does not collect data about the provision from NGOs and other non-state 
organisations. 
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5. Analysis of Partner Stakeholder Interviews 

Introduction 

Developing themes from such a small sample of women, children and domestic violence 
professionals is challenging because each woman’s experience, as the Bulgarian report highlights, is 
‘unique’ and the research was intended to capture the individual stories rather than generalities.  
However, some broad themes and issues can be identified from the different partner reports: what 
has been captured is the way in which the individual women respond to these themes.   

The key themes identified by the women are safety and security, the temporary nature of the refuge, 
sense of loss and isolation, a sense of guilt, tension between mothers and children, impact of abuse 
on women and families, financial and career concerns, strengthening relationships between women 
and their children and the impact of traditional attitudes to motherhood and loss of freedom. The 
themes from the stakeholder interviews complemented those identified from the interviews with 
women and their children.  

Key issues identified from the interviews undertaken with professionals demonstrate that there are 
also issues that impact on the services they are able to provide in addition to the financial element 
that is a constant source of concern. These include: funding; lack of support and understanding of 
domestic violence; need for staff training and continuous support. These themes will be discussed 
separately following the analysis of the interviews with women and their children. 

Issues for women and their children 

Safety and security 

The partner research highlights the sense of safety and security felt by women and their children 
whilst living in a refuge. In effect, refuges and places of safety are often the end of the journey for 
women and their children fleeing domestic violence seeking safety and security. Phrases such as 
‘security’ and ‘protection’ were used in Romania and Italy. The Italian partners noted that ‘refuges 
and places of safety are important places where women with children can find asylum.’ In Romania, 
the term ‘a home’ was used that implied a particular quality of safety.  In the United Kingdom, 
families were said to feel ‘less scared’ and more ‘settled’.   

Two participants reflected that moving to the refuge had a positive effect on them: in Romania, a 
woman said that ‘I feel safe and protected’ whilst in Bulgaria, a woman said ‘here I feel calm and 
secure, my child is with me, now at least I do not have to think  about shelter and safety.’ Another 
Bulgarian woman reflected that a refuge: ‘means a place of safety living with safe people’. In the UK 
professionals who were interviewed stressed that: 

Refuges provide a safety net. When a women chooses to access a refuge she will have 
exhausted all other options to stay safe, having come into contact with numerous different 
agencies along the way (Domestic violence support practitioner, UK 2019). 

However, as the Italian report highlighted, feelings of safety and protection are closely connected 
with social exclusion ‘since these places are protected and they should remain hidden by non-users’. 
In particular, the refuge is supposed to be hidden from the abusive partner.  In one example from the 
UK report, the feeling of safety was lost by one young person because he had been ‘found at school 
by his father and had felt unsafe for weeks’.   

Temporary nature of the refuge 

The interviews highlighted the temporary nature of living in a refuge and the challenges this brings.  
Amongst the women, there was an anxiety about this. As the UK report observes, ‘the women 
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currently in the refuge know that they could stay until they were safely re-housed, but not forever. 
This was not a worry; getting a new house in an unknown area was’ (Domestic violence support 
practitioner, UK 2019). Some women interviewees were concerned about where they were going to 
go after the refuge:  

Еverything is fine here but I will not be here forever; the problems are outside… but my 
thoughts are always focused on what I will do when I leave the centre (Woman Interviewee, 
Bulgaria 2019). 

The temporary nature of living in the refuge raised concerns about the continuing safety of the 
families and it also raised concerns about the necessity for on-going success of support and 
treatment: 

Social exclusion can be exacerbated when services such as guidance and support are 
discontinued. Wrap around support and guidance is needed that continues both during a 
woman’s stay at a place of safety and after leaving (Psychologist, Caritas association, 
Romania 2019). 

[There is] a need for more support for families once they had left the refuge in order to help 
them resettle successfully in the community.  This could include on-going practical and 
emotional support for women and children, support to equip and furnish their new home 
and support to gain employment (Domestic violence support practitioner, UK 2019). 

At the same time, fears were raised by some participants that living in a refuge was not ‘normal’ and 
this had several implications for the families concerned.  

A refuge should be a temporary situation in the woman’s life; women and children must be 
supported for a limited period of time in order to get out from the violence situation 
(Domestic violence worker, Italy, 2019). 

Living in places of safety for a long period affects not only mothers, but also their children who 
are exposed to isolation, especially if they don’t have the necessary support (Psychologist, 
Romania 2019).  

A teenager who stays with his mother in a place of safety can result in the child having repeated 
absences from school, due to the bureaucracy involved in finding a suitable school; this story 
shows us that there should be more consideration about the needs of children (Civil and 
criminal lawyer, Italy 2019). 

 

Sense of loss and isolation 

During the interviews, women and their children talked about a sense of loss when coming into a 
refuge or place of safety. In a Bulgarian crisis centre, children complained about the loss of friends 
and the lack of space to play:  

My friends are not here they live where I used to live. Before, I could play football, now I 
cannot. I cannot play as I want ... there is very little here for me to do (Children interviewees, 
Bulgaria 2019). 

Two women interviewed in Romania talked about how they would like to go home hoping that their 
particular family circumstances will have changed: 

I would like to return home, I really hope that my husband will find a job, and the fights won’t 
be anymore (Woman Interviewee, Romania 2019).  
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A social worker in the UK noted that ‘women coming to the refuge are having to press the restart 
button on their lives. They have left behind their home and all their belongings, their family, friends, 
pets, jobs, children’s schools, their community’.  

This is partly reflected in a sense of isolation. Not only did participants feel isolated from their wider 
families and friends but also from the wider communities such as schools and clubs. Professionals 
from Italy, the UK and Romania felt that: 

Social isolation is a common feeling and unfortunately the staff in refuges are not able, in the 
majority of case, to give to the clients (mothers and their children) a sense of normal life 
(Professional Interviewee, Italy 2019).  

The sense of loss and isolation they [women and their children] experience is huge (Social 
worker, UK 2019). 

The children can feel isolated, because they lose their own space, home and family and in 
many cases, the place of safety is in a different city or region. As a result they are also forced 
to leave their school and their wider communities. Therefore, the women need to be aware of 
these new emotions and to be offered the support that they need. Moreover, an early 
intervention is needed from professionals who can recognize the signs of isolation and also 
take into account the specifics of each case (Psychologist, Romania 2019).  

 

Isolation can also be felt by women who have left their cultural community.  This might be, as in the 
case of the Spanish study, where some of the women come from other countries: 

… there are many foreigners [in places of safety], and this implies family loneliness. They do 
not have relatives here, and sometimes, the isolation they have experienced is because of 
the violent partners they have had (Professional, Spain 2019). 

Coming from Colombia to here, of course it feels different and well, it is a matter of 
adaptation. Adapting from Colombia to Spain has been ok, but then the change of coming to 
a centre [place of safety] that was not what I initially planned, we never imagined living here 
[in a shelter] (Woman Interviewee, Spain 2019). 

 

In the case of the UK, isolation can come when women leave their cultural or religious communities 
within the country as they had often moved to a completely different area when fleeing domestic 
violence due to safety reasons: 

Women fleeing cultural gender-based violence were particularly isolated from their religious 
and/or cultural communities [when they came to the refuge] (Social worker, UK 2019). 

 

The interviews also highlight a sense of social isolation amongst the women who are living in refuges 
with their children:  

All the women interviewed [at the shelter] had previously lived in the countryside and they 
said that it is hard for them to go and visit their family or friends (Psychologist, Romania 
2019). 

Many families experienced isolation as they had often moved to a completely different area 
when fleeing domestic violence due to safety reasons.  As a result, families had little or no 
access to existing support networks, family or friends.  This sense of isolation is often 
magnified as families living in refuge were unable to have friends and family visit them or 
stay at the refuge (Professional, UK 2019). 
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I thought I was the only one that went through that [experiencing DV]. The other women and 
professionals working in the refuge helped me see that I was not the only one who 
experienced DV [and isolation] (Woman Interviewee, Spain 2019). 

A sense of guilt 

A common thread in the reports is that women in the refuges sometimes feel a sense of guilt at 
leaving the family home.  The guilt is primarily related to their children and taking them away from 
familiar environments. A professional in Italy observed that the women are ‘always sad with this 
situation and despite the temporary situation they developed a lot of guilty feelings towards their 
children’. Several women described such feelings across the partnership and highlighted a sense of 
personal responsibility. 

A woman in Italy referred to feelings of guilt at leaving the home and implied that it was she who, by 
leaving the abusive situation, had deprived her children of their toys: 

[I] feel guilty to have decided to go away from home and especially to have deprived my 
children of their toys (Women Interviewee, Italy 2019). 

In the UK report, one woman felt responsible for preventing her child from taking part in her sports 
club activities: 

My daughter got picked for extra football and tennis club, but I couldn’t get her there, I don’t 
drive, they told her how well she’d done and then I had to tell her she couldn’t go (Woman 
Interviewee, UK 2019). 

 

A Romanian woman described how at moments of stress she compares her child to the abusive 
father, thereby causing herself further pain: 

sometimes, when I get angry with my oldest child, I find myself comparing his behaviour with 
that of his father and this makes me feel guilty: when I get angry with him, I sometimes say 
to him that he’s acting exactly like his father (Women Interviewee, Romania 2019). 

 
 

Tension between mothers and children 

Children’s feelings can be mixed as a result of arriving at a refuge.  They report, in some cases, a 
sense of anger towards the mothers for causing the isolation:  
 

Once at the refuge, it is not uncommon for tensions between mum and the children to 
escalate.  Children will display a range of emotions, they can be incredibly angry, guilty, sad, 
scared, relieved and happy. They will often act out or play mum up. It is so important to give 
children a voice during this time, and to listen, to validate their feelings and experiences 
(Domestic Violence Support Practitioner, UK 2019). 

I’m angry with my mother since [we moved to the shelter]. Every day I’m picked up from 
school by a professional educator and I’m embarrassed as I don’t want to be seen by my 
other school-friends (Child interviewee, Italy 2019). 

[I ask] ‘why have you been angry with our father and why [did] we have had to come here? 
Here I don’t have friends, why did you do this?’ …  I am always the bad one (Child 
Interviewee, Spain 2019).  

 

Whilst children feel angry at their mothers, some are sensitive enough to recognise that allowances 
are needed. One of the children in the United Kingdom report noted that: 
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My mum has been through so much I don’t want her to feel more stress (Child Interviewee, 
UK 2019). 

 

Impact of abuse on women and families 

The interviews explored the impact of the abuse on women and several issues emerge.  A common 
issue is that their experiences have left them with a lack of confidence, trust and basic skills.  The 
experience of abuse has forced women and children to hide their feelings and, despite the safety 
provided by the refuge, traumatic memories of abuse are still triggered:  

I have different triggers and these make me feel unsafe, things like the kids’ birthdays, I know 
he’ll be thinking about them, and I think he might come looking [for us] (Woman 
Interviewee, UK 2019). 

[It is good] that we are busy doing something, because at this time even if you go out for a 
bit ... the mind is already starting to worry, it is very easy to think about the bad things, to 
worry, about this violence ... sometimes it is good for us to play sports or to go on excursions 
(Woman Interviewee, Spain 2019).  

The disruption to their [children’s] education frequently impacts negatively on their 
educational attainment, furthering the long term consequences of social exclusion.  For those 
children who need extra interventions at school due to additional needs, changing schools 
can result in long delays in accessing this type of specialist support (Domestic violence 
support practitioner, UK 2019). 

Financial and career concerns 

The women are generally concerned, having left their abusive partners, that they do not have a way 
of supporting themselves and their children. Finding enough money to provide even the basics of 
daily living is a significant challenge for the women. 

In some cases, the challenge is that welfare support is limited or otherwise problematic. In the 
United Kingdom, reference was made to recent reforms of the welfare and support systems and their 
effect.   

The impact of recent welfare reforms in the UK has meant that many women and children 
are now living in poverty; most families living in the refuge struggle to afford the basics for 
everyday living, such as food and clothing.  There is certainly no money for ‘extras’ such as 
hobbies, accessing social groups, family outings etc.  This further isolates women and 
children… Due to the changes women have to wait weeks for a new claim to be processed, 
during this time they have no money at all (Domestic violence support practitioner, UK 
2019). 

 

In Spain, reference was made to not being eligible for state support and its impact on the woman and 
her family:  

I do not receive RAI (Social Security), I do not receive maintenance from the children‘s father, 
do you understand me? This is the situation until I have been registered as living in this city 
for one year. Before this [the abuse] I did not receive any money. I have also been looking for 
work like crazy ... but when you’ve got a child, it is very difficult to find work that fits around 
school. It feels harder if you don’t have anyone to help you. It is very difficult (Woman 
Interviewee, Spain 2019). 
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Several participants highlighted the lack of employment or opportunities for better paid work and 
look to a future in which they could be financially independent:  

I lived with my husband previously. I don’t have a home anymore and I cannot afford to pay 
rent because I do not have a profession (Woman Interviewee, Bulgaria 2019). 

Up until now I have worked only as an office cleaner and I cannot care for and financially 
support myself and my son (Woman Interviewee, Bulgaria 2019). 

I would like a better life for my child and myself and that is the reason I came here, I would like 
to have a job and enough money to live somewhere alone, no more, no less (Woman 
Interviewee, Romania 2019). 

Many women accessing a refuge are unable to sustain their employment, furthering their 
feelings of isolation and reducing their economic stability and future ability to be financially 
independent, often having to rely on state benefits (Domestic Violence support practitioner, 
UK 2019). 

 

Women are concerned that they do not have the appropriate skills and qualifications needed to 
improve their career prospects: 

I always thought that the woman should take care of the home and the family, but now I see 
that I should have studied something, have some skills to earn money. I am educated to 8th 
grade, I do not know who would hire me and how much they would pay me (Woman 
Interviewee, Bulgaria 2019). 

The women from the Roma community are a vulnerable group, because many of them are 
illiterate and have no profession or education. This lack of education is an obstacle for them 
to lead independent lives (Social worker, Bulgaria 2019). 

Strengthening relationships between women and their children 

The interviews highlight ways in which family relationships are strengthened through simple, 
everyday activities together.  The women commonly refer to activities such as cooking, painting, 
playing, shopping and watching television.   

Some of the partner reports highlight the value that can be gained by the families simply by the 
women spending time with their children:   

Тhere are women who use their stay here [at the refuge] to pay more attention to their 
children. The women say that for the first time they are able to spend so much more time 
with their children (Professional, Bulgaria 2019). 

Sometimes everything we’ve been through you can forget some things, but they are really 
important, like time set aside with the kids, especially if you have never had that (Women 
Interviewee, UK 2019). 

 

For a woman in Romania, the refuge provides time to play and do creative activities together with 
her children: 

I play with my son with toys, we paint or he just likes to chase and run after the other 
children living there (Women Interviewee, Romania 2019). 

 

All the women interviewed in the Romanian sample agreed that they need help and guidance to 
improve their relationship with their children and that they need emotional, psychological support to 
face and cope with the new situation. 
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In the UK report, it was noted that activities involving reflection, play and communication would be 
valuable, including the novel idea of exchanging children: 

one woman suggested having parent child groups, in a safe environment and talking about 
positives and negatives of the week, finishing on a positive about the children. Also 
completing small tasks such as making fruit cocktails, decorating cakes or a small art piece 
with the child. She also suggested that children and adults could swap partners, so each adult 
would work and communicate with another’s child during the activities (Domestic Violence 
support practitioner, UK 2019).  

 

The importance of play is highlighted by the data, although in Spain, a psychologist observed that ‘it 
is difficult to play when you have never played’. In the UK, a similar point was made by one of the 
women: 

Me and my kids have never had safe space together before, we would just sneak some time 
together, sometimes on the way back from school, sometimes at bedtime (Woman 
Interviewee, UK 2019).  

 

This was reflected in an interview with a professional in the UK: 

It was felt that it would be extremely beneficial for mothers and their children to be able to 
participate in a group programme together with other families in the refuge.  This would 
allow them to develop their relationships and enhance their parenting in a number of 
positive ways.  A key impact of living with domestic violence is that strong mother child 
relationships do not always develop.  Currently, the refuge does not deliver a programme of 
this nature (Domestic violence support practitioners, UK 2019).  

 

Impact of traditional attitudes to motherhood 

There was some evidence of traditional attitudes to motherhood affecting responses to situations of 
domestic violence.  This differed in detail across the partnership but commonly, it was not regarded 
as acceptable for women to leave the family home with the children: 

What the others [women in their community will say], I always think about it ... once I even 
shared [about the experience of domestic violence], but they did not believe me (Woman 
Interviewee, Bulgaria 2019). 

When you are a divorced woman, like me, you are rejected. I'm not welcome in my 
community, and that's why I have to look for another place to live (Woman Interviewee, 
Spain 2019). 

 

In Italy, the research highlighted that notions of traditional family roles still affect the lives of women 
who are leaving situations of domestic violence.  There is, noted one of the professionals: 

[a] deeply rooted conviction … that a mistreating man can be (and in most cases actually is) a 
good parent with his child. This assumption is very common among patriarchal families and 
sometimes it impacts on the mothers’ minds generating a lot of guilty feelings (Professional, 
Italy 2019). 
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Loss of freedom 

Women reported changes in their freedom and that living in a refuge restricted their freedoms in 
various ways.  In particular, the danger from an abusive partner and the need to hide: 

Still, you come to a strange place with different rules, you do not have that full freedom you 
have when you are at your home, in the neighbourhood [that you are familiar with] (Woman 
interviewee, Bulgaria 2019). 

 

The Romanian partners found that some of the women missed the freedom they had before moving 
to the refuge: 

three of the women said they miss the freedom of going outside and doing the things they 
used to do before coming to the place of safety (Woman Interviewees, Romania 2019). 

 

In Italy and Spain, one important pressure on women’s freedom was that they were no longer able to 
live and act as they pleased in their living space because, in most of the refuges included in the study, 
facilities are shared.  In Spain, women missed the freedom to do as they pleased about their living 
space:   

living together …. is very hard. For us, it is very difficult to live together. If the children fight 
together, it is because they are children! And then you might have a conflict with their 
mother when you have to share the TV; ... sometimes I do not want to be in the communal 
spaces so that I do not have to shut up and tolerate what others want (Woman Interviewee, 
Spain 2019). 

 

In Italy, sharing communal facilities was a concern and some of the women wanted to design new 
refuges: 

Kitchens, baths, rooms should not be shared by guests in order to preserve them and their 
relationship with children: this is the main idea for new refuges. In this way privacy is 
guaranteed and a sort of normal life could be easier to be carried out (Professional, Italy 
2019). 

 

In the UK report, this is not referred to as an issue by the women. However, this is because the 
particular women who were interviewed live in a new refuge, designed to include a range of 
apartments each with its own front door and facilities.   

ForWard House is a purpose built refuge with 12 self-contained flats and communal areas for 
group activities.  It provides safe, secure accommodation for women and children who need 
to flee their homes because of domestic or gender-based violence. The self-contained nature 
of the refuge enables them to accommodate more women and families with multiple and 
complex needs, such as those with substance misuse or mental health issues, who are often 
the most vulnerable, as well as larger families and women/children with disabilities.  It is also 
more appropriate for accommodating teenagers (Professional, UK 2019). 

Challenges in managing refuges and places of safety 

The key issues identified by interviews with professionals working with women and their children 
fleeing from domestic violence were funding; lack of support and understanding of domestic 
violence; need for staff training and continuous support. 
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Funding 

Partners all reported that interviews with professionals highlighted that managing refuges and places 
of safety and the key services required to run them effectively as a key issue. Professionals 
interviewed said the issues that they face in providing support for the women were under-funding 
for services and this had an effect on the capacity of staff to provide the services that were required. 
Professionals in the UK felt: 

that refuges across the UK are not sufficiently economically supported by either local or 
national government.  There is little sustainability in terms of funding with an overreliance on 
short-term, ad-hoc funding.  This had led to the closure of a number of refuges across the UK 
in recent years.  It is strongly felt that there is an urgent need for a central source of long 
term funding to preserve the national network of refuges (Professionals Interviewed, UK 
2019). 

Professionals in Romania felt that the problem of domestic violence has not been prioritised by 
authorities and this has led to a lack of funding:  

due to a lack of staff being available to: carry out the [needed activities with women and 
their children] both specialized and intermediate staff. All staff from the attorney, 
psychologist, social worker, teacher to night supervisor - the support we have is basic and a 
partial one due to the existing funding (Psychologist, Romania 2019). 

The partners found that this lack of funding affected several different areas. One example from 
Romania argued that: 

the needs of the beneficiaries are constantly changing, which requires the adaptation of 
financial resources to respond to the labour market and  to provide training courses which 
are necessary  [in order to provide the skills for the women to find work]and some of these 
courses need to be funded (Psychologist, Romania 2019). 

 

Part of the problem, according to the professionals in Romania and Bulgaria, is that funding only 
covers the residential element of the refuge and not the social and psychological support that the 
women and children often need: 

some of the financial costs for the women and children residing [at the refuge] are supported 
by institutional funds but it is only minimal and does not cover all the services that are 
required to offer a proper intervention for women or children (Psychologist Caritas 
association, Romania 2019). 

Unfortunately, the stress is focused on the residential service-provision of accommodation 
and shelter, but support (psychological, legal, social) is ignored.  This kind of support also 
needs to be provided to a child in a crisis situation (Bulgaria, professional 2019). 

 

A social worker interviewed in Bulgaria stressed that 

The type of service provided should be more precisely defined, and emphasis should be 
placed on crisis intervention and targeted work to assist victims of violence rather than [just 
provide] shelter. For the victims, there is no benefit only providing them with shelter. During 
their stay there is not sufficient emphasis on their social and psychological needs ... the 
children interrupt their education when entering a crisis center, and almost nothing is done 
with respect to this problem (Social worker, Bulgaria 2019).  
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Italian professionals reported a basic need is to improve the amount of financial support given by the 

regional government for each woman in a refuge.  The amount currently given is simply too low to 

provide all the services that are required: 

Funding is necessary: the current rate paid by the Piedmont Region for each guest in the 
refuge is about 90 euro per day [and this is not enough]. However, funding is not the only 
thing necessary: the staff needed to work with refugees is missing and sometimes it is 
difficult to welcome women fleeing from DV or to be able to plan supporting activities and 
services. The network dedicated to the violence against woman requires a lot of trained 
people, professional people, experts with specific competences. Italian legislation and plans 
are limiting the funding and the coordination of the system: the network is at breaking point 
(Professionals, Italy 2019). 

 
A Spanish professional highlighted the need for more staff to be able to address all the needs of the 
women and children living in the refuges: 

[We could] work much better than [we] are working now if the number of staff is increased 
[...] Yes, that is a weakness of resources [to meet the needs of women who have experienced 
DV], and a lack of personnel (Professional, Spain 2019). 
 

A Romanian professional suggested that part of the problem was the lack of a dedicated budget for 
refuges: 

The lack of an appropriate budget allocated to provide a decent salary prevents the hiring of 
staff needed to carry out the key activities both specialized and intermediate staff. Support is 
a minimal and partial, due to the limited existing financial support (Professional, Romania 
2019). 
 

The experience in the UK appears to have been better than elsewhere in the partnership.  The key to 
this was that the interviews took place in a purpose-built refuge, which had separate flats for the 
residents and a wide range of facilities. Funding was also provided through links with community 
groups and the value of such contributions was clear:   

In addition, as ForWard House is a modern, purpose built refuge it has excellent facilities that 
further contributed to this.  Furthermore, the refuge has strong links with other local 
community groups that enables them to provide extra resources/activities for the women 
and children to access that they would otherwise be unable to provide, either due to a lack 
of finances or time.  For example the refuge recently introduced ‘Movie Nights’ for the 
families, a local community group had provided all the resources required to deliver this 
initiative – bean bags, DVD Player, a selection of DVDs etc (Professionals, UK 2019).  

 
Funding is an ongoing problem for all partner countries and impacts on the ability to provide for the 
needs of the women and their children who are escaping from domestic violence due to both 
underfunding and, in some cases, a lack of understanding of domestic violence.  

 

Lack of support and understanding of domestic violence 

Professionals in Romania highlighted a lack of support from local authorities for refugees who faced 
domestic violence.  Clearly, domestic violence was not seen as a priority in this region: 

We need more support from the local authority, sometimes this could be financial help, but 
also it would be helpful to reduce bureaucracy, especially in some particular cases where 
intervention is required to happen quickly (Professional, Romania 2019). 
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In the UK, it was reported that professionals strongly felt that:  

Policy makers often had little or no understanding of domestic violence and its impact on 
families.  There was a general assumption that once a woman had fled to a refuge, she and 
her children had no further needs. Limited support is provided by any agency other than the 
refuge, unless the children were subject to statutory safeguarding measures (Professional, 
UK 2019). 

 

In Romania all the professionals interviewed were clear that abused women and children need more 
support from the authorities: 

We need more support from the local authority, sometimes it could be finance, but also it 
would be helpful to reduce the bureaucracy, especially in some particular cases where an 
intervention is required to happen quickly and there needs to be more openness from the 
local institution with responsibility for domestic violence (Psychologist from Caritas, Romania 
2019). 

 

Need for staff training 

The value of continuous support and training for professionals was reported by some interviewees: 

Staff [working in this area] need continuous training programmes and good collaboration 
with a multidisciplinary team in order for them to have a clear understanding about 
interventions and programmes that support women and children who are victims of 
domestic violence (Professional, Romania 2019).   

 

In Romania the professionals from the Caritas association argued that there are too few staff, trained 
or otherwise, working in places of safety to implement the degree of interventions and offer enough 
programmes that are necessary to reduce social isolation and support mothers and their children:  

We need more staff, because sometimes it happens we receive five new cases in a month, so 
in these conditions we can’t offer a proper support for all of the women living there (Social 
worker, Romania 2019).  

 

Professional training in Italy in all areas was considered to be lacking. In addition:  

The quality of professional training in all areas that affects gender-based violence, often fails 
to train professionals who are able to go beyond the stereotypical views of male-female 
roles. As regards training for professionals there are two main problems: the first is the lack 
of specific guidelines; the second is the absence of train-the-trainers professionals (Italian 
Country Report 2019). 

 

The views of professionals working with women at the refuge in the UK were different, as all felt that 
they:  

…were well supported and trained to meet the needs of the women and children living in the 
refuge (Domestic violence support practitioner, UK 2019). 
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Continuous support 

Social exclusion can be exacerbated when services such as guidance and support are discontinued. 
Partners indicated that there was a lack of continuing support for women and their children after 
they left the refuge or place of safety. 

In Romania, staff from the Caritas Association argued: 

If, for different reasons, the mother and children leave the places of safety and they don’t have 
a kindergarten/school for their children, a place to stay or job, they are at greater risk of 
returning to their abusive relationship. Wrap around support and guidance is needed that 
continues both during a woman’s stay at a place of safety and after leaving (Social worker and 
psychologist from Caritas association, Romania 2019). 

 
Professionals in Romania argue that: 
 

Once the primary needs of the women and their families are addressed, the psychological 
needs should not be forgotten. During their stay in places of safety, the women should have 
constant and permanent support to overcome their traumatic experiences. Their guidance, 
support and counselling needs are on-going and need to continue after the women and 
children leave places of safety (Professionals, Romania 2019). 

 
A manager of a programme for supporting victims of DV in Bulgaria said: 
 

In the centers and shelters we provide some support and after this period has elapsed, 
women have to return to the community, society ... but if they are not socially and 
economically empowered and independent in social and economic terms, they will again 
become a victim (Manager, Bulgaria 2019). 

 

An Italian professional raised another problem that impacts on women successfully transferring back 

to living independently:  

The way the staff approach a single issue [ignores] the complex situation of each woman. 

Each issue is split among different professional people and treated like a “separate illness.” 

This kind of approach does not support the woman in their rehabilitation. This approach is 

coming from the traditional way to see the violence against a woman in Italy (Psychologist, 

Italy 2019).  

 

When asked about what could improve the experience of women and children living in refuges, UK 
domestic violence support practitioners felt there was a need for more support for families once they 
had left the refuge in order to help them resettle successfully in the community:   

This could include on-going practical and emotional support for women and children, support 
to equip and furnish their new home and support to gain employment (Domestic violence 
Support Practitioners, UK 2019). 

 
In summary, domestic violence practitioners from all partner countries felt that the short term needs 
of women and their children fleeing domestic violence are addressed in a timely and effective way. 
However, long-term needs require sustained, coordinated and comprehensive support that is, 
currently, often lacking. 
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6. Summary and Conclusions 

The work undertaken by partners indicates that, as expected, there are differences in attitudes 
towards domestic violence in the partner countries and also differences in responses to women 
whose lives have been affected. Although partner countries have responded in terms of legislation 
and in response to EU initiatives, it is clear that there are differences in cultural attitudes that can act 
to hamper progress. Also evident is the financial pressure experienced by organisations who provide 
shelter and support for women fleeing domestic violence: this appears as a constant theme across 
the partnership. 

Analysis of the stakeholder interviews undertaken by partners revealed a number of broad themes 
relating to women and their children that will inform the project as it moves onto the next phase. 
These include:   

 Safety and security; 

 The temporary nature of the refuge; 

 Sense of loss and isolation; 

 A sense of guilt experienced by women; 

 Tension between mothers and children; 

 The impact of abuse on women and families; 

 Financial and career concerns; 

 The need to strengthen relationships between women and their children; 

 The impact of traditional attitudes/notions of motherhood; 

 The loss of freedom experienced by women and their children. 

 

From the interviews undertaken with professionals, it is clear that there are also issues that impact 
on the services they are able to provide in addition to the financial element that is a constant source 
of concern. These include: 

 A general lack of understanding of domestic violence and its impact on families; 

 The problem of domestic violence not been prioritised by authorities; 

 The need to reduce bureaucracy to enable action to be taken quickly; 

 A need for continuous support for women after leaving a refuge and training for 
professionals; 

 Funding targeted at residential support and also needed for psychological, legal and social 
support. 
 

In conclusion, this phase of the project has been valuable in establishing how partner countries are 
currently responding to the issue of women and children fleeing domestic violence. It has highlighted 
both areas of concern and elements of good practice as well as shared themes that will inform the 
creation of a programme that will actively support mothers and children residing in domestic 
violence refuge settings, or other places of safety, that acts to combat social exclusion. Of particular 
importance for the FSEPS project of the evidence base has been the collection of suggestions for 
activities that could be included in the programme to assist in attaining the aims of the project. These 
are detailed in the following section. 
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7. Recommendations for Programme Activities 

This section collates recommendations for programme activities gathered as part of this phase of the 
project. While some recommendations overlap, they are listed here in their entirety by partner 
country. 

In the UK, professional staff interviewed noted that children who have lived with domestic violence 
can often form attachment issues and lose trust with the non-abusing parent. Therefore, it was felt 
important that Trust Activities were included in the programme.  It was also felt important to include 
activities that encouraged teamwork and learning together, as well as activities that created happy, 
positive memories.  As children and mothers often do not talk about the trauma they have 
experienced through domestic violence, it was felt that activities should provide an environment that 
enabled them to talk through their feelings in a constructive and safe way. 

It was felt important to have facilitators deliver the programme to provide encouragement and 
support to both the women and children.  However, it was recognised that the women and children 
themselves needed to have a voice to help shape/deliver certain activities.     

Suggested activities included: 

• Exercise based activities; 
• Music based activities; 
• Gardening; 
• Cooking and Baking; 
• Art based activities; 
• Day trips.  These provide families with opportunities that they wouldn’t otherwise have;  
• Celebrating festivals/occasions. Holding, for example, a Christmas party, can provide 

experiences that are shared and enjoyed together; 
• Family meetings. These allow mothers and children to talk about their experiences and 

feelings in a safe space; 
• Activities outside the refuge to help reduce feelings of isolation  
 
In Bulgaria, it was reported that the key to success of any activities is ensuring that they are built and 
conducted in a way that engages and brings together the participants. It is important to find a 
common point of contact, where the interests of the participants will be met. Also important is to 
ensure that participation is on a voluntary basis and never compulsory or binding. It is important that 
the gender of the participants is taken into consideration and that activities include both physical and 
mental activity. Suggested activities include: 
 
• ‘Hairdressing Day’. This includes trimming, hairstyling, dyeing, drying with a hairdryer and 

others; 
• Sewing competition (called ‘I can sew beautifully’).  This includes sewing or embroidering 

different symbols, t-shirts, tablecloths, etc; 
• Preparing a weekly menu with vegetarian options; 
• Table tennis; 
• Card games; 
• ‘Do not be angry’ (a traditional Bulgarian game). 
 

In Italy, it was felt that women and their children should not be forced to carry out common activities 
that imply cooperation with each other as, in difficult situations, humans are naturally led to 
cooperation. The following are recommendations from the Italian interviews: 

• Promotion of specific training for professionals with a gender approach in order to help 
women and children to overcome the situation of contingent suffering. Gender approach 
must become an ongoing element of basic training for all the relevant professionals 
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(including medical staff, social workers, the judiciary and forces of law). It is important to 
introduce ongoing and compulsory training for professionals that work with women and 
children. They must be able to activate an early resilience in women and children who are 
victims of violence; 

• Priority must be given to ensuring information transparency and verifying service standards, 
favouring those managed by NGOs working with women who have many years of experience 
and expertise; 

• The programme should promote communication activities also with schools and classes 
attended by child victims of DV who stay in refuges in order to combat social exclusion; 

• The programme must also ensure families’ right to privacy. The planning of socialization 
activities could concern only the individual family in order to strengthen the bonds within the 
family itself (with brothers or grandparents, for example). The empowerment processes 
should concern the victims of violence and their family environment and not necessarily 
involve external families. 

 

In Romania, recommendations for activities were as follows: 

 Socialization activities that engage with external mentors to present crisis situations they 
have successfully navigated: this will help to positively motivate mothers; 

 Therapeutic activities designed to build/re-build family relationships with specific activities 
within the mother-child relationship, as well as educational/play activities with children; 

 Presentations from women who have experienced similar issues, survived and successfully 
rebuilt their lives; 

 Informal activities for mothers and children to do things together such as: cooking, how to 
prepare a cake, how to set the table, aerobic lessons, going to the park/cinema. 

   

The Spanish partner made a number of general recommendations that should be considered when 
formulating the programme as follows:  

 The programme should be flexible and take into account the diversity of women and the 
stage they have currently reached at the refuge/place of safety;  

 the needs of women, children and professionals should be met; 

 The programme should take note of good practice identified in other countries; 

 Engaging with activities should be a priority; they must be positive and not focused on 
consumption or digital devices (televisions, mobiles, etc.); 

 The activities should have some element that discusses the specific consequences of violence 
against women and children;  

 Activities could focus on the recovery of existing previous networks (family, friends, etc.) 
and/or the generation of new networks, including those that can be generated within the 
resource itself with women who have similar experiences; 

 Activities could address the fears and insecurities derived from the violence experienced by 
the women and their children; 

 Activities could consider gender structure and its consequences in the lives of the women, 
paying special attention to female gender identity and its desire to be a being for others 
(giving priority to others rather than herself). Activities could consider personal priorities and 
take into account things that women themselves would like to do; 

 The programme should have an initial assessment of each case and that be individualized to 
the needs of the women and her children.  
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